Buddhist Self-immolation in Medieval China
Buddhist teaching, for example, he who shall "deprive a human being of life, or by uttering the praises of death shall incite to suicide," is guilty of the action of Pcrcijikas. To commit such a violation involves permanent expulsion from the Sangha. Thus we find in this context that "suicide is condemned without qualification." 2 Although it is true that suicide is prohibited as a great sin by Buddhist discipline, it is also true that many instances of such violent action have been recorded in the history of Buddhist religion. For example, the Kao-seng-chuan ("Biographies of Eminent Monks") written by , the Hsti Kaoseng-chuan ("Further Biographies of Eminent Monks") by Taohsiian (59&667) , and the Sung Kao-seng-chuan ("Sung Collection of Biographies of Eminent Monks") by Tsan-ning (919-1001) , respectively, record more than fifty monks who have attempted or committed self-immolation.3 Their actions have been classified by the historians as Wang-shen or Yi-shen, terms which literally mean to abandon or lose the body. A few other monks who died in defense of their religion have been classified under the category of protectors of their religion. Although a few of these biographies remind us, in their excess, of the exaggerated kind of moralization found in the Confucian examples of filial piety (which likewise are mostly legendary),4 many of the biographies of these self-immolated Buddhists are soberly historical. From this, one can clearly see that the Chinese Buddhist historians regarded such action as virtuous and worthy of emulation. This view was also approved by the Buddhists of Japan5 and is now approved in Vietnam.
The object of this paper is a comprehension of the three main aspects of Buddhist self-immolation in medieval China, namely (1) circumstances and motives, (2) sources of inspiration, and (3) historical estimates or the attitude of Buddhist biographers to the subject. These aspects have remained unnoticed until recent times. 2 Cf. Edward J. Thomas, The History of Buddhist Thought (2d ed.; London, 1959) , pp. 16-17. 3 See Taish6Shinshti Taiz6ky6 or the Taish6 Edition of the Tripitaka i n Chineae (hereafter referred to in this paper as T.), Nos. 2059 Nos. , 2060 Nos. , and 2061 . All of these three works are included in Vol. L of the collection. 4 For instance, the biographies of Seng-ch'iin, Fa-chin, P'u-an, etc., as mentioned in this paper, seem to have certain legendary elements. On one hand, these biographies might have been moral teachings written by the biographers; on the other, the events may not be entirely baseless. The question of motivation, authenticity, etc., of Kao-seng-chuanis discussed by Arthur F. Wright, "Biography and Hagiography, Hui-chiao's lives of Eminent Monks," in Silver Jubilee Volume of the Zin-bun-kagaku-Kenyziayo, Ky6t6 University (KyBtB, 1954) , pp. 383-432.
5 Biographies of self-immolated Japanese monks are to be found in Hon-cM k6.sb-den ("Biographies of Eminent Monks of Japan"), chap. xxvi. 244
The circumstances and motives of those Chinese monks who immolated themselves by fire have been studied by Professor Jacques Gernet, but the other cases and the inspiring factors causing these self-immolations and their historical estimate have awaited scholarly attention.6 I n regard to Part I , it is very difficult to give a clear-cut classification of motives in these cases of self-immolation. 111 fact, many of these seem to be the result of psychological complexes. Their actions were often motivated by multiple factors. Under this circumstance, the division of this paper is only for the convenience of discussion. Similarly, neither is it possible nor is it necessary to have the full translation of these Chinese biographies in a paper such as this. In most cases, I have only narrated stories, sometimes quoting and translating from the texts when I have considered them to be significant. I n order to show that this practice of self-immolation was a common practice in many parts of China rather than only a localized custom, geographical locations connected with these cases have been mentioned in particular.
I n Part 11,the factors favoring self-immolation have been discussed and different sources of inspiration traced. But these factors and sources do not mean that immolation was more prevalent in China than in India, nor can one claim that Confucian or Taoist teachings always approved and encouraged such violent actions. On the contrary, religious suicides were more popular in India, as shown in a recent research publication.7 There is firm and strong condemnation of self-destruction in Confucian doctrines, and the instructions for loving one's life also exist in Taoist scriptures. One can only assert that so far as this Buddhist practice is concerned, the Chinese attitude seems more clear-cut and positive. These cases have more historical significance than their Indian counterparts. The passages quoted here from the Confucian classics and Taoist scriptures are only the extracts which influenced Buddhist The means of this self-immolation also varies from death by fire, to drowning, jumping from a height, self-inflicted wounds, fasting, or being devoured by animals.
A. THE LOTUS S U T R A~
Most of the monks who burned themselves to death were inspired by the doctrine contained in the Lotus Sutra. For example, Fa-yii (d. 397?), a monk who resided a t P'u-pan in the present Shansi province, had "often desired [to follow] the path of Bhaisajyariija, to burn his body as a performance to worship." Thereafter, when he obtained a permit from the military governor, he "immediately ate incense-powder, wrapped his body with clothes, chanted the She-shen p'in chapter (i.e., the Yaeh-wang pen-shih p'in of the Lotus Sutra), lit a fire and burned himself7' to death.9
Similarly, Hui-shao (d. 425), a monk who resided at a monastery in Lin-ch'uan in the present Kiangsi province, "had a secret idea of offering his body through fire. He often engaged persons to chop and accumulate a heap of wood inside a stone cave in a forest on the East Hill. I n the center of that cave, he arranged a space sufficient to accommodate his body." After he bade farewell to his colleagues, he secretly fled to the cave. "When night came, he performed the religious rites and offered incense. After that, he lit the wood with a candle, entered the cave, and chanted the Ytiehwang pen-shih p'in chapter [while amid the flames]. Before Hui-
The story which inspired the Buddhist immolation by fire as mentioned in the Lotw, Sutra (see Part I1 A of this paper below).
shao could complete his performance, the people found out that he was missing and rushed to the spot where wood was heaped. Alas ! the firewood was burnt up, but the voice of the chanting had not yet ceased. When the fire flamed up to his forehead he was heard to sing the phrase Yi-hsin (mindedness). After the phrase [ended] . he passed away." 10 The other monks who abandoned their bodies under the same inspiration were Seng-yu (d. 455) of of The influence of Bhaisajyartija's example on Chinese monks was a lasting one. During later times, there was a monk named Huit'ung (d. between 641 and 649), a native of Wan-nien county of Yung-chou (in the present Shensi province). When this monk was reading the chapter of Rhaigajyartija in the Lotus Sutra, he started loathing his body and prepared to abandon it. He privately accumulated firewood and vowed that he would perform the practice. "Towards the end of the Chen-kuan period (627-649), he heaped firewood like a shrine in a forest during the night, read the sutra up to the Bhaisajyartija chapter, and ordered the firewood to be lighted. Fire then blazed up under an angry blast of wind and both the smoke and flame were vigorous. The monk sat loftily cross-legged, chanting the sutra with his normal voice. . . . By the time dawn had come, his body was destroyed by fire. His bones were collected and a pagoda was thus erected to his memory." 12 During the latter part of the T'ang period (618-906), as well as the succeeding centuries, a few other monks abandoned or attempted to abandon their bodies under the same inspiration. For instance, the monks Wu-jan (d. between 836 and 840) of Mt. Chung-t'iao, Ching-ch'ao (d. between 936 and 944) of Mt. Lu-shan, and Hung-chen (d. between 947 and 950) all attempted to abandon their bodies as a result of their devotion to the Lotus Sutra.13 Most of these attempts were, however, unsuccessful. They may be regarded as an indication of the declining influence of this sutra upon the monks. Two changes in motivation for self-immolation appear during the ninth and tenth centuries. One is that, in addition to the Lotus Sutra, other scriptures such as the Avatamsaka-sctra (Hunyen ching)or those of Pure-land Buddhism, now inspire monks to 
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abandon their bodies.14 The other is the growing tendency to replace immolation of the entire body by the sacrifice simply of one arm, a few fingers, or even a single finger.
B. IMITATION O F THE BODHISATTVAS
Another motivation for abandoning life came from the storiee about Bodhisattvas who had sacrificed their bodies for the sake of other beings. ,4n example of such inspiration is the monk T'anch'eng, who in order to prevent possible panic among his fellow villagers, offered his body to a tiger. Acharya Shao of Tzu-chou, in present Ssuch'uan province, tried to do the same but was unsuccessful. Fa-chin (d. 435) of Liang-chou, in present Kansu province, cut flesh off his body to feed other people, thus saving them from famine.15
The story of monk Seng-fu is more moving and dramatic. We read that, following his renunciation of worldly life, Seng-fu silently thought of cutting off his relation with this world. At that time, there was a robbery in a village. A male child was captured by the robbers, who planned to remove its heart and liver in order to offer them to a god. Seng-fu was strolling on the road near the village at the time, and when he saw the robbery, he inquired about the abduction. Thereupon, he took off his robe and tried to redeem the child by his own body. The bandits ignored his proposal. Seng-fu argued: "Are the chief viscera of an adult unusable for sacrifice ?" "When you cannot give up your own body, what is the use of using big words?" replied the bandits.
Seng-fu then thought: "When the time comes, this illusory body of mine must die. If I use my death to rescue the child, I shall be alive though my body may perish." He therefore snatched a knife from the bandits and cut open his chest down to his navel.
On seeing this, the bandits were shocked and fled and thus the child was saved.16
Among others who died for a similar cause was Monk P'u-an (d. 609), who cut off a piece of flesh from his thigh and thus saved the lives of three pigs from slaughter.17
Whereas the monks mentioned above abandoned their bodies mainly because of external circumstances, which induced them to follow the course of the Bodhisattvas, there are others who immolated themselves because of an inner compulsion. The story of Monk Hsiian-Ian (d. 644) provides an example. This monk, a resident of Ch'ang-an, had secretly fled from his monastery to the bank of River Wei, where he attempted to drown himself. Being rescued, however, he told his rescuers: "I intended to follow [the way of] the MahBsattvas ("great beings"). I also vowed to abandon my body long ago. To give away things which are extremely difficult for one to part with is a correct action that is prescribed by the scriptures. Please do not obstruct me, because it will have evil effects on deeds practised by you and me." Through this argument, he convinced the others, following which he folded his hands, invoked the name of the Buddhas of the ten directions, and immediately jumped into the stream.18
C. THE HIGHEST DEVOTION
Apart from the influence of the scriptures or the example of the Bodhisattvas, the abandoning of the body has also been regarded by certain monks as an expression of their faith. There were monk8 who ended their lives because they thought that their bodies were the best kind of offering to the Buddha. This devotion is well demonstrated in the biography of Monk Seng-ch'ing (437-59). It was stated that this monk had "cultivated pure living (fan-hsing) and vowed and sought to see the Lord Buddha. He first gave away his three fingers and then promised to abandon his body. Thereafter, he gradually refused to take food and only drank sesameseed oil. On the eighth day of the second month of the third year of the Ta-ming period (March 23, 459), he burned his body before an image of Vimalakirti, which he had made sometime before. Thus he fulfilled his religious vows."lg Similarly, monk Yiian-hui (819-96) of Chia-hsing burned off his fingers as an offering to relics of the Buddha.20 Monk Tao-chou (863-941) of the Kansu region sacrificed one of his arms as an offering to the image of MahBkarug8.21 With the spread of the Pure-land doctrine, certain followers of this sect also resorted to the destruction of the body as a way for gaining rebirth into the Pure-land. In this connection, we come across the name of T'an-hung, originally a native of Huang-lung, and an expert in Buddhist discipline. He went to Chiao-chih (i.e., the Since no other cloth was available for him, he went naked and would seem to have died through exposure to cold.28 Another monk named P'u-ching (887-955) of Chin-chou burned himself to death to fulfill his vows.29 Monk Shou-hsien, a native of Ch'uanchou (in present Fu-kien province), told his brethren during the Ch'ien-te period (963-67): "I have my debt and vow which are not yet fulfilled. This makes me often feel uneasy." Consequently, he entered into the Nan-yiieh mountain and offered his body to a tiger.30
If the above-mentioned monks or nuns immolated themselves for moral or devotional reasons, there were others who sacrificed their lives for politico-religious reasons. Such men were monks who used the violent act of self-destruction as a protest against the political oppression and persecution of their religion. The psychological difference between them and the foregoing cases is that, generally speaking, the monk who died for religio-political reasons did so in reaction to external forces, whereas in the earlier cases, the main inspiration was religious devotion or awakening arising within the self.
According to the Hsu Kao-seng-chuan or Further Biographies of Eminent Monks, the earliest monk who abandoned his life in protest against political persecution was Tao-chi, a monk of Yichou (in present Ssuch'uan province). During 574 A.D., when Emperor Wu of the Northern Chou dynasty (557-81) proposed to take anti-Buddhist measures, this Tao-chi, in a remonstrance to the throne, strongly opposed the policy. As he found that his argument and remonstrance were fruitless, Tao-chi and seven of his friends performed the confessional rites for seven days, and then started fasting. They died together. Their protest, however, did not produce any favorable result.31
The next example is that of Ching-ai (535-79), a native of Hsing-yang, who "began his career as a [Confucian] I n contrast to the futility of the above stories, readers may receive some consolation from the story of Monk Ta-chih, a native of Shan-yin (in present Chekiang province). After he was ordained into the order, he became a disciple of Chih-yi (538-97), the great patriarch and founder of the T'ien-t'ai Buddhist sect and "regarded the meditation and chanting of scriptures as his duty and made effort to specialize in these two subjects despite hardship."
Concerning Ta-chih, we read further :
During the Ta-yeh period (605-17), [the government] made a purge of Buddhism and hermits (i.e., monks) were banished. Ashamed at the disgrace that had fallen on religion, he [Ta-chih] changed his clothes and religious way of life. His head was covered with a piece of mourning scarf, and he wore coarse clothes. He grievously and continuously wept in the shrine hall of the Buddha for three days and nights. When the monks of the monastery came to comfort him, Ta-chih said: "It is because I am distressed by the evil karma that I upset myself to such an extent. I shall exert myself to the utmost in order to explain the correct teachings clearly." Subsequently, Ta-chih left his monastery at Lu-shan. After arriving at the eastern capital (Lo-yang), he submitted a memorial to the throne, in which he expressed a prayer: "I wish Your Majesty would make the effort to nourish the Three Jewels. [If you agree to this], I will burn one of my arms at Mount Sung, to show my gratitude to Your Majesty." The Emperor assented and arranged for a great assembly to be provided with food. All seven classes of disciples assembled. Ta-chih fasted for three days, and then ascended a high and canopied platform, where, using a bar of red hot iron, he burned his arm till it turned black and was scorched. He also cut off flesh from the arm and exposed his arm bone. Thereafter, he wrapped the injured arm with clothes, poured [molten] wax over it and lit it. The light from his arm shone brightly over the cliffs and peaks [of the mountain.]
The biographer further states that "on seeing his sufferings, all -3% Ibid., pp. 625-28.
Buddhist Self-immobtion in &.!.edievulChina, the people expressed their painful and sorrowful emotion. Though the fire had burnt him, his expression remained unchanged. He talked and smiled as usual. Sometimes he chanted passages on the Dharma, and sometimes praised the virtues of the Buddha. He preached the Law continuously. After his arm was burnt to ashes, he came down from the platform by himself. He then sat in Samiidhi for seven days and died in a sitting posture." 33 Though the biographer did not mention the result of Ta-chih's sacrifice, another Buddhist historian states that after Ta-chih's action, "although the edict [for purge of Buddhists] had been proclaimed it was not enforced." 34 The cases discussed in the foregoing pages, although brief, contain conclusive evidence and characteristic features of the Chinese Buddhist immolations. According to the examples mentioned in Chinese histories, the motives of secular suicide were different from the Buddhist immolations. Those who belonged to the powerful strata of society, such as generals who had lost their battles, dethroned rulers, ministers who had lost their master's favor, prisoners of war, etc., destroyed their own lives to defend their honors, or perhaps to uphold their ideals, to prove their fidelity or correctness. Among the plebeians, suicides were often motivated by a feeling of helplessness, shame, injury, or for desire of revenge, or as the ultimate expression of protest against frustration in life. 35 The religious suicides committed by the Taoist priests were mainly to obtain immortality. Their motivation was, to some extent, similar to that of the Hindus of India as enumerated by U. Thakur.36 These Hindu motivations for religious suicides were the hope of freeing one's soul from rebirth, reaching the land of Brahma, being born again in a good family, obtaining heavenly pleasures, etc. I n the Taoist and Hindu cases mentioned above, whether religious or secular, spiritual or material, the suicides more or less involved personal interests. Therefore, suicide was the ultimate method for solving one's problems. The immolated one dies for his own self. In this respect, most of the self-immolated Chinese Buddhists differed. As we have seen, some monks des- troyed their bodies t o further their own interests, that is, for rebirth, because of hatred for the body, etc.; yet most of the monks ended their lives not for personal reasons but for the benefit of other people or beings. This broad and generous approach obviously was inspired by the doctrines of MahByBna Buddhism, and thus gave a noble and distinctive character to Buddhist immolations in medieval China. Psychologically speaking, suicides occur when a person faces extreme mental pressure and when his mental balance is in a state of excitement. Some of the Buddhists were different. Although certain monks died under external pressure, most resolved t o do away with their bodies due to some inward urge. Their mental condition was peaceful, and their determination was made after a lengthy period of cogitation. Contrary to notions held by common people, the self-immolated monks considered their end to be not one of painful death, but a happy path of transmigration. Here, on this point, the Buddhist outlook toward life and death again exercised an immense influence on their followers.
I1

A
The evidence presented in the foregoing pages reveals that the self-immolation of Chinese Buddhist monks was, in the first place, inspired by various scriptures. Some were based on Buddhist canons which undoubtedly originated in India, but other texts were written in China and represent Chinese tradition. However, even those monks whose immolation was primarily inspired by texts of Indian origin were to some extent also influenced by Chinese tradition. I n the following pages we shall attempt to analyze the main lines of influence.
As we have seen, the Lotus Sutra was one of the main sources for the self-immolation of Chinese monks. The story of BhaiyajyarBja's sacrifice is contained in chapter xxii of the Miao-fa lienhua ching, the Chinese translation of the Saddharmapundarikasctra or Lotus Sutra. According to this story, the Bodhisattva BhaisajyarBja, during a previous existence, had once served the Candrasfirya-vimalaprabhiisa6ri Buddha. His devotion to the Buddha enabled him to obtain "the concentration by which one can manifest all forms." I n order to show his gratitude to the Buddha, he then took various kinds of incense, applied oil on his body, and burned his body as a living candle. The fire which destroyed his body lasted for 1.200 years. As a result of this extraordinary action, he attained Bodhisattva-hood in his next birth, and was called Bhaisajyariija. 37 This story involves the question of gratitude and reward for good deeds, which are motivations common to other ancient traditions, including that of China. Hence there is no occasion for surprise that the Chinese should have acted upon this story in the Lotus Sutra.
B
The next influence inspiring self-immolation was, as we have seen, the imitation of the Bodhisattvas. It is well known that, according to MahByBna Buddhism, a Bodhisattva possesses six basic perfections of virtue (piiramitds). Among these, the first is dEna or almsgiving. Achievement of this virtue-perfection requires one to give away one's worldly wealth, son or wife, or even one's own life. Such almsgiving benefits others, and at the same time helps the giver to achieve the virtue-perfection. According to various Buddhist texts, notably the Jcitakas, the Avaddnas, and the travel accounts of Chinese pilgrims to India, Gautama Buddha achieved all six of these virtue-perfections by the time he attained enlightenment. Because this could not be done within a single lifetime however, the Buddha was reborn many times to complete his career as a Bodhisattva.38
Besides these legendary stories, the doctrine of almsgiving was also persistently preached in certain important MahByBna Buddhist scriptures. For instance, in the most important canon MaMprajG-pciramitd-dcstra, the virtue of ddna is discussed again and again. In chapter xi of the d~s t r a , two categories of dcina, the Outer and the Inner, are recognized, among which that of the Inner is the most significant. According to the ddstra, the "Inner offerings" include giving away one's head or marrow, or even one's whole body or life.39 In chapter xii, the d~t r a specifies three levels of performance of &nu, namely, the inferior performance--one gives away his food and ordinary things to others as offerings ; the middle performance-one offers his clothes and precious articles; the superior performance--one offers his own blood, flesh, wealth, kingdom, wife, and all his possessions as alms.40 Here, giving away one's life or one's body, either partially or wholly, is highly commended.
Despite the approval of self-immolation provided by the foregoing texts, such an act was generally condemned and prohibited by Buddhists in India itself. This fact clearly emerges, for example, in the Pcircijikas and in a text like The Questions of King Milinda.41 Both Hsiian-tsang (602-64) and I-ching (635-713) observed during their travels in India that, although cases of religious suicide occurred, such actions were regarded by the Buddhists as "false custom" 42 and "misled men to be heretics."43 I-ching goes on to condemn this action still more clearly. He states :
I t was the Bodhisattva's work oftsalvation to offer his body to a hungry tiger. It is not seemly for a Sramana to cut the flesh from his body in order to give it away instead of a living pigeon. I t is not in our power to imitate a Bodhisattva.44 I-ching further states that violent ways of self-destruction "are entirely out of harmony with the Vinaya canons," that "if one destroys life in such a way, the great object of one's existence is lost," and that it is a "sin (which cannot be undone), just as a broken stone cannot be united. One has to be careful of this point. The contradictions between Indian and Chinese Buddhist views concerning the imitation of the legendary behavior of the Bodhisattva are of great interest. To a certain extent, they reflect general differences of thinking between these two traditions. I n India, it would seem that legends about the Bodhisattvas were possibly only mythological explanations used metaphorically to express praise for selflessness and great mercy. They were to be understood idealistically or poetically, rather than literally. This aspect of Indian thinking has been characterized by Professor Nakamura as "the fondness for myths and poetry." 46 I n contrast, the Chinese laid more stress on practice. This characteristic has been described by Nakamura as "the concrete expression of concepts" and "the tendency towards practicality" within which he includes what he calls the "worldly tendency in religions." 4 7 It is possible that under this traditional influence, the Chinese monks considered the Indian mythical and imaginary explanation of ideals as practical precepts, to be followed literally. To them, ideal and practice were one and the same. Therefore, the Chinese monks who destroyed their bodies or lives were not in their own minds and the minds of other Chinese, guilty of any error, but were setting a good example to other monks.
According to the fundamental Buddhist doctrine of the four Noble Truths, suffering exists ; suffering has a cause, which is the craving for existence; this craving can be eliminated; and the Noble Eightfold Path is the way to achieve this goal. Though the Buddhists consider life as something miserable, they did not go to extremes concerning body and life, so that such violent action as selfimmolation was, in general, as we have seen, discouraged and prohibited. However, when we look into Chinese tradition, and especially the Taoist classic Chuang-tzu, we find there the expression of dislike of body and life. For instance, in Chuung-tzu, life is described as "a huge goiter or excrescence," "dirt and dust," and manhood as filled with toil. On the other hand, the Chuang-tzu rather glorifies death. I n certain places, Chuung-tzu described death as "the breaking of a turmoil," "a return home," and "a rest." It claimed that the happiness enjoyed by the dead exceeds that even of a king of men.48 It is probably from this M i k e of body and glorification of death that religious Taoism later developed the theory of Shih-chieh, signifying "la liberation du corps est une fausse mort, " as rendered by H. Maspero. Thus in certain medieval Taoist canons, we find that "those men who used a precious sword for the liberation of the corpse (Chien-chieh) are the best examples of metamorphosis." It is also likely that the same tradition helped to inspire the Buddhist action of self-immolation, since, despite quarrels and conflicts between the two religions, there were many Buddhist monks well acquainted with the Taoist scriptures. This is proved by Tsan-ning's remark on the subject. I n his book Sung Kao-seng-chuan, Tsan-ning writes: "When the immortals die under the edge of a sword, it is called liberation of the corpse by sword"; therefore, that monks may have ended their lives unnaturally "is not a matter of shame."dg When we look upon the Buddhist martyrs, their actions appear to be non-Buddhistic. This is so because at the moment of their death or injury not only did they adopt very cruel and violent means but they did so with a passion. This is directly contradictory to Buddhist doctrine which always advises people not to be governed by emotion. According to Chinese tradition, on the other hand, if one dies for the defense of a virtuous principle or ideal, then despite the violence involved, this action is a correct one. Ch'ii Yuan (ca. 343-290? B.c.), the earliest distinguished man of letters in Chinese history, is said to have tragically drowned himself in a river in protest against the stale policy conducted by his political enemy. Many other cases may be found in which scholars, officials, or others committed suicide in protest against bad government, or government by alien conquerors, or against ill treatment or oppression.
I n the Confucian classics, of course, the defense of principles is repeatedly emphasized. According to the Li-chi (Book of Rites), Buddhist Self-imnzolatio?ĩn Medieval China for example, Confucius told his followers: "When you meet with calamity, do not [try to] escape from it by improper means."50 Likewise in the Analects, the Master said : "The determined scholar and the man of virtue will not seek to live a t the expense of injuring their virtue. They will even sacrifice their lives to preserve their virtue complete." 51 The same positive attitude toward virtue was strongly reaffirmed by Mencius, the most influential Confucian thinker after Confucius himself. He said: "So, I like life, and also like righteousness. If I cannot keep the two together, I will let life go, and choose righteousness." 5 2
These Confucian passages have exercised a long-lasting and deep influence on Chinese life, inspiring a goodly number of historical persons to sacrifice their lives in order "to preserve their virtue complete" or to "let life go and choose righteousness." Some of the Chinese dynastic histories, indeed, include a special category of biographies of such virtuous persons, written under the heading of Chung-yi, or the Loyal and Righteous Ones. We have seen that the Buddhist biography of certain self-immolated monks included accounts of persons who had seriously studied the Confucian classics and histories before being ordained into the Sangha. It is therefore no surprise to find that the Chinese Buddhist biographers repeatedly quote Confucian passages such as those given above to justify Buddhist self-immolation.
I11
This brings us to the attitude of the Buddhist biographers themselves toward this controversial problem. How did they judge this action, whether from an historical point of view, or from that of monastic discipline? Both points are of great interest, since the Chinese writers were not only notable historians, but also eminent Masters of the Vinaya canons in their respective ages.
